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Prevalence and Sectoral Distribution of the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor 

Children are engaged in the worst forms of 

child labor in El Salvador, including agriculture 

and domestic service.1938 Children who work in 

agriculture are exposed to the elements, toxic 

substances, long work days and injuries from 

machetes and sharp knives.1939 According to the 

2009 School Registration Census, more than 

13,000 children in El Salvador harvest sugarcane 

and coffee. These children cut, plant and pick 

crops and carry heavy loads.1940 The census 

also estimates that more than 3,000 children 

are involved in fishing, mollusk harvesting and 

shellfish collection. Reportedly, children fish for 

morralla (small fish) and lobster, and harvest 

oysters and freshwater snails.1941 These children are 

exposed to polluted water, insects, skin diseases 

and physical injuries, and they may work up to 

13 hours a day, sometimes at night. Children 

who dive to harvest oysters and shellfish do not 

use oxygen tanks, placing them at greater risk of 

drowning.1942

In urban areas, children do dangerous labor as 

well. According to the 2009 School Registration 

Census, more than 700 children work in fireworks 

production and scavenging garbage.1943 Children 

making fireworks risk dismemberment and burns 

while children scavenging are exposed to a variety 

of dangerous substances.1944 The same census 

found that more than 28,000 children are engaged 

in street work and domestic service.1945 According 

to a 2010 study published by the Central America 

Integration System, 15 percent of domestic 

workers started work before age 15. Children 

who work as street vendors are susceptible to 

sexual abuse and traffic accidents and children in 

domestic service may face long work hours and 

abuse by employers.1946

Children are subjected to commercial sexual 

exploitation, pornography and trafficking. 
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El Salvador
In 2010, the Government of El Salvador began to 

implement a new law to protect the rights of children. 

The Government also implemented the Roadmap to 

Make El Salvador a Country Free of Child Labor and its 

Worst Forms. It continues to improve access to education 

by providing free uniforms, textbooks, meals and 

scholarships to school children. However, the minimum 

age for domestic service is set at only 16, and fines for 

violations of child labor laws are insufficient to act as 

a deterrent. Children continue to be engaged in the 

worst forms of child labor, particularly agriculture and 

domestic service. 

Statistics on Working Children and School Attendance

Children Age Percent
Working 5-14 yrs. 10.2*

Attending School 5-14 yrs. 80.4

Combining Work and School 7-14 yrs. 10.2

* Population of working children: 162,751
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Children are trafficked internally and 

internationally, some for the purpose of 

commercial sexual exploitation, with girls from 

poor communities ages 12 to 18 at greater risk.1947

Children are also recruited into illegal gangs to 

perform illicit activities related to the arms and 

drug trades. There are reports that these children 

are recruited into gang activity while at school.1948

Laws and Regulations on the Worst Forms 
of Child Labor 

In January 2011, the Law for the Protection of 

Children and Adolescents (LEPINA) established 

the legal framework for the protection of children’s 

rights, including protection from child labor and 

trafficking.1949 LEPINA establishes the minimum 

age for domestic service at 16.1950 

C138, Minimum Age

C182, Worst Forms of Child 

Labor

CRC

CRC Optional Protocol on Armed 

Conflict

CRC Optional Protocol on 

the Sale of Children, Child 

Prostitution, and Child 

Pornography

Palermo Protocol on Trafficking 

in Persons

Minimum Age for Work 14

Minimum Age for Hazardous 

Work
18

Compulsory Education Age 17

Free Public Education Yes

The Labor Code and the Constitution set the 

minimum age for work at 14 and the minimum 

age for hazardous work at 18.1951 The Government 

of El Salvador has not yet established a list of 

hazardous work prohibited for children. 

The Labor Code specifies fines of less than $60 for 

violations of labor laws, including child labor laws, 

a penalty which ILO deems to be insufficient to act 

as a deterrent.1952 

El Salvador’s Penal Code prohibits the commercial 

sexual exploitation of children, including child 

pornography, human trafficking and forced 

labor.1953 It also penalizes the recruitment of 

children into illegal armed groups and the use of 

children for illicit activities.1954 The Constitution 

sets the age for compulsory education at 17 and 

the minimum age for compulsory military service 

at 18 years.1955

Institutional Mechanisms for Coordination 
and Enforcement

The National Committee for the Eradication 

of the Worst Forms of Child Labor coordinates 

efforts to combat child labor and is chaired by the 

Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare (MTPS). 

Twelve government agencies are part of this 

committee, along with representatives from 

labor union organizations, the private sector and 

NGOs.1956 The National Roundtable to Combat 

the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children 

coordinates efforts to address child sexual 

exploitation. It includes the Attorney General’s 

Office (AGO), the National Civilian Police (PNC) 

and the Legislative Assembly.1957 The National 

Committee against Human Trafficking directs 

efforts to combat trafficking in persons. It is led 

by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and includes 12 

other government agencies.1958

LEPINA establishes the National Committee 

for Children and Adolescents (CONNA), 

which coordinates government efforts toward 

implementation of this law and develops policies 

for the protection of the rights of children. 

The members of CONNA include the MTPS; 

the Ministries of Justice and Public Security, 

Finance, Health, and Education; the Ombudsman; 

the Association of Municipalities; and four 

representatives from civil society organizations.1959 

In February 2011, the Government created a 
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commission, led by the Ministry of Education and 

the Secretariat of Social Inclusion, to ensure that 

CONNA started activities, including the selection 

of civil society representatives.1960

During the reporting period, the Government 

created the Committee for the Implementation 

of the National Protection System for Children 

and Adolescents, established by LEPINA.1961 

The National Protection System will coordinate 

public and private efforts to protect the rights 

of children, including combating child labor. 

It includes CONNA, the Salvadoran Institute 

for the Full Development of Children and 

Adolescents (ISNA), the Ombudsman’s Office, 

judicial agencies, local committees for the rights 

of children and a network of child social services 

providers.1962 The Committee will review the roles 

of government agencies that work on children 

and youth issues, propose inter-institutional 

mechanisms to coordinate the implementation of 

LEPINA and determine the resources needed to 

operate the new system.1963 

The MTPS, the AGO and the PNC investigate 

cases of child labor. The MTPS has a 4-person unit 

that monitors child labor, carries out awareness-

raising campaigns, trains labor inspectors on child 

labor issues and provides information to the labor 

inspections unit, which subsequently carries out 

investigations.1964 In 2010, the MTPS increased 

the number of labor inspectors from 159 to 208. 

Labor inspectors cover all types of labor violations, 

including child labor.1965 The Government 

allocated more than $1.5 million to labor 

inspections in 2010. However, it acknowledges 

that this funding is inadequate to fully enforce 

labor laws.1966 

A 2009 ILO report on labor inspections in El 

Salvador states that the inspection process can 

entail multiple visits and requires the Ministry of 

Economy and the AGO to issue fines rather than 

enabling MTPS inspectors to do so. As a result, 

penalizing violations can take up to six months.1967

During the reporting period, the MTPS 

performed more than 11,064 labor inspections, 

removed 13 children from exploitative child labor 

and reported 27 child labor violations, which were 

addressed by employers and did not involve the 

imposition of fines.1968 However, it is not clear 

whether labor inspections were conducted in the 

sectors in which child labor is prevalent. 

The AGO and the PNC enforce criminal 

laws against the worst forms of child labor 

and have special units to investigate cases of 

commercial sexual exploitation and human 

trafficking, including child trafficking.1969 The 

PNC coordinates an emergency hotline that 

receives complaints about commercial sexual 

exploitation and human trafficking and assists 

victims of trafficking.1970 As of September 2010, 

the AGO reported nine cases of exploitative child 

labor.1971 However, there is no information about 

how many of these cases were investigated or 

prosecuted. During the reporting period, AGO 

investigated 78 cases of human trafficking—56 

victims were rescued, 29 suspects were arrested 

and 5 individuals were convicted.1972 

During the reporting period, the Government 

trained enforcement officers to recognize, 

investigate and prosecute cases of human 

trafficking in order to strengthen law enforcement 

efforts. It also conducted a training focused on 

child trafficking.1973

In 2010, the UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child reported that law enforcement officials 

do not receive adequate training and resources 

to combat the commercial sexual exploitation 

of children, including child pornography.1974 

The committee also pointed out that the lack 

of evidence is one of the major obstacles to 

investigating cases of child pornography, since 

internet service providers, cell phone operators 

and search engines are not required to keep 

information for a sufficient period of time to allow 

for use in investigations.1975 
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El Salvador monitors child labor through its 

National Household Survey, the Ministry of 

Education’s School Registration Census and the 

Ministry of Health’s health cards.1976 However, 

the Government has not yet conducted in-

depth research on hard-to-reach populations, 

such as children involved in commercial sexual 

exploitation or illicit activities.1977

Government Policies on the Worst Forms of 
Child Labor

The Roadmap to Make El Salvador a Country Free 

of Child Labor and its Worst Forms is the main 

policy framework to eliminate the worst forms 

of child labor. Its goal is to eliminate the worst 

forms of child labor by 2015 and all child labor by 

2020.1978 

The National Policy to Combat Human 

Trafficking (2008-2012) and the Strategic Plan to 

Combat Human Trafficking (2008-2012) guide 

El Salvador’s anti-trafficking efforts, including 

combating the trafficking of children.1979 The 

Government of El Salvador has included child 

labor in its National Decent Work Plan and Policy 

for Inclusive Education.1980

During the reporting period, the Government of 

El Salvador released the 5-Year Development Plan 

(2010-2014) to promote economic growth and 

social inclusion. This Plan seeks to reduce poverty 

by providing integrated services to vulnerable 

populations, expanding coverage of basic services 

and preventing violence.1981 The Government also 

approved the National Youth Policy (2010-2024) 

to promote social inclusion and participation 

among young people, allocating more than $700 

million for the implementation of the policy, 

including $34 million for the MTPS.1982 The 

Government also established an action plan to 

implement the National Youth Policy. One of the 

goals of the action plan is to provide vocational 

training and create 50,000 temporary jobs for 

youth.1983

In 2010, the Government passed the National 

Education Plan for Early Childhood, which seeks 

to coordinate government efforts to ensure that 

children younger than age 7, including children 

who work, have access to education and receive 

integrated services.1984

Social Programs to Eliminate or Prevent the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor

The Government of El Salvador is developing 

an action plan to implement the Roadmap to 

Make El Salvador a Country Free of Child Labor 

and its Worst Forms.1985 During the reporting 

period, the Government conducted campaigns 

to prevent child labor and funded afterschool 

programs for children who worked or were at risk 

of working.1986 

In 2010, the Institute for Women’s Development 

raised awareness of commercial sexual 

exploitation and trafficking among 9,682 

children.1987 The Government trained students, 

teachers, law enforcement officials and tour 

guides to recognize between commercial sexual 

exploitation, forced labor, human trafficking and 

smuggling.1988

ISNA provided social services to street children 

and children who were victims of commercial 

sexual exploitation and human trafficking.1989 

From July 2009 to July 2010, it assisted 889 

vulnerable children.1990 In 2010, ISNA operated 

a facility for girl victims of trafficking, which 

provided legal and social services to 40 girls. It 

allocated more than $250,000 to help trafficking 

victims.1991

The Government of El Salvador operates social 

programs including Solidarity Communities, 

a conditional cash-transfer program that 

supplements household income and provides 

basic social services to vulnerable families in the 

poorest municipalities.1992 More than 100,000 

families have benefited from the program, and 

98 percent of children ages 7 to 12 years whose 
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families participate in the program are enrolled in 

school.1993 The Government carries out programs 

that provide individual temporary income support 

and vocational training to youth and female heads 

of households.1994 In addition, the Government 

provides uniforms, scholarships, textbooks and 

meals to school children. More than 1.3 million 

children have benefited from these programs, and 

in 2010, an additional 22,000 children enrolled in 

school.1995 There is no information available about 

the impact of these programs in combating the 

worst forms of child labor. 

In December 2010, the Government began to 

participate in a 4-year, $10 million, USDOL-

funded project to combat child labor in El 

Salvador. This initiative will provide educational 

services to 12,500 children who work or are at risk 

of working, while offering livelihood alternatives 

for 5,000 households.1996 The project will link to 

and build upon El Salvador’s social protection 

programs.1997 

During the reporting period, the Government 

participated in a $8.4 million regional project to 

eradicate child labor in Latin America, funded 

by the Government of Spain. It partnered with 

the Telefonica and Maquilishuat Foundations, 

Plan International and ILO to combat child labor 

in markets and street vending in the province 

of La Libertad.1998 The Government received 

technical support from IOM and UNODC to 

combat human trafficking.1999 In partnership with 

USAID, local communities are currently carrying 

out initiatives to prevent the recruitment of 

children by gangs and to offer educational and job 

opportunities for youth.2000

Based on the reporting above, the following actions would advance the reduction of the 
worst forms of child labor in El Salvador:

IN THE AREA OF LAWS AND REGULATIONS:

Increase fines for violations of labor laws, including child labor. 

Develop a comprehensive list of hazardous occupations for children. 

IN THE AREA OF COORDINATION AND ENFORCEMENT:

Provide adequate funding to the MTPS to fully enforce labor laws.

Systematically maintain and make publicly available data on child labor inspections, investigations, the 

number of children rescued, social services offered and sanctions for violations. 

Strengthen enforcement of child labor and other laws by—

Streamlining the labor inspection process and the issuance of fines.

Training and providing sufficient resources to law enforcement officers to combat commercial sexual 

exploitation of children.

Establish a child pornography code of conduct for internet services providers, cell phone operators and 

search engines to report cases, block sites and retain information for investigations. 

IN THE AREA OF PROGRAMS:

Carry out research on child labor and conduct studies on children involved in commercial sexual 

exploitation, domestic service and illicit activities. 

Assess the impact of anti-poverty and education programs on the worst forms of child labor.
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